Feeding patterns in bulimia nervosa.
We characterized the naturalistic feeding patterns of 54 women with bulimia nervosa and 11 matched controls over a continuous 24-hr period in a feeding laboratory. Overall, bulimic women consumed more calories in 24 hr (4446 +/- 584 kcal) than did controls (1845 +/- 649 kcal). Bulimic women consumed a wide range of caloric intake, with 44% overeating and 19% undereating in comparison to the range of controls. In addition, bulimics showed a disruption of circadian feeding patterns. For overeating bulimic women, the majority of meals were of normal size and frequency. Increased caloric intake in the group of overeating bulimic women was mainly due to the fact that 37% of their meals were greater than 1000 calories. Large meals occurred predominantly during the afternoon and evening and consisted primarily of dessert and snack foods. Importantly, the percentage of fat, but not carbohydrates, consumed increased as meal size, and 24-hr caloric intake increased. This study is the first to describe the naturalistic feeding characteristics of a large number of bulimics by direct observation. These findings are consistent with previous self-reports and extend and replicate previous laboratory studies. We think that laboratory studies are a reasonable replica of naturalistic feeding and should facilitate further investigation of the psychological and physiological correlates of feeding behavior in eating disorders.